White-matter lesions in MR imaging of clinically healthy brains of elderly subjects: possible pathologic basis.
Patchy white-matter lesions occur in the magnetic resonance (MR) imaging brain studies of 20%-30% of neurologically healthy elderly subjects. To determine the frequency of histologically verifiable white-matter lesions at autopsy in such subjects the authors examined serial, microscopic, whole brain sections from 15 clinically healthy subjects aged 52-72 years. Small white-matter lesions were found in 12. In these 12, zones of atrophic perivascular demyelination were present in eight brains. These are not the familiar thrombotic, embolic, or ischemic vascular lesions that produce acute necrosis. This mild vascular insufficiency produces atrophy, which has been recognized in the pathology literature but whose clinical significance remains unknown. Other lesions seen were small vascular malformations in the centrum ovale in four brains, diverticula of the lateral ventricle extending into the white matter in three, and an isolated central white-matter infarction in one. All of these lesions are probably the basis of the patchy white-matter lesions seen on MR imaging studies in the neurologically healthy elderly population.